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‘Te Papa: a forum for the world? Bicultural meanings negotiated by global visitors’. 
Phillip Schorch, Museum and Heritage Studies, Victoria University of Wellington 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to substantiate the museum forum idea theoretically as 
well as empirically. I concluded my literature review with a museum forum model 
proposing a museological epistemology, which integrates visitor, museum, society 
and the global perspective. It is characterised by circular and interdependent 
relationships and a focal point for the reciprocal negotiation and interpretation of 
identities via narratives. 
 
Scholars such as Message (2006: 202) have envisaged a museum ‘offering an 
alternative and effective framework of cultural production and engagement rather 
than rephrasing the reformist agenda according to new rhetoric’. In this thesis I will 
argue that by facilitating forum principles such as open discourse, critical debate and 
free argument, the museum can play a crucial role in ‘reassembling the social’ by 
opening existing social links for ‘public scrutiny’ (Latour, 2005: 257), moving from 
representative democracy, which Dutschke called ‘repressive tolerance’, to direct 
democratic participation (Crossley & Roberts, 2004) and by supporting the 
inevitable ‘cosmopolitan outlook’ (Beck, 2006) of the 21st century. The museum as 
a forum is uniquely placed to help enlighten and emancipate the individual, and 
according to Latour (2005) it is the individual where everything originates. 
 
In my literature review I have argued for the synthesis of broad socio-cultural as well as 
specific individual perspectives, by combining discourse with agency and interpretive 
communities with fluid identities, aiming to gain a holistic picture of the museum 
experience. I have further argued that the impact of museums is best understood via the 
meanings visitors make and negotiate in the long-term. While the narrative approach is 
recognised as the most appropriate mode in museological representation and education to 
facilitate meaning making among visitors (O’ Neill, 2007; Roberts, 1997), it has rarely 
been used as a visitor research method (Allen, 2002). Applying the narrative 
methodology in a long-term context and combining socio-cultural and psychological 
perspectives will therefore contribute to the fields of museology and visitor studies in 
particular as well as tourism studies and the social sciences in a broader sense. 
 
Research Questions 
 
The central question of this thesis is: to what extent and in which forms do bicultural 
meanings negotiated by global visitors relate to Te Papa’s forum mission? 
 
In order to shed light on this complex problem I will examine the following questions of 
the museum visit, within the context of the proposed museum forum model; the 
individual and its society of origin, the museum and the global perspective. Shkedi’s 
(2005) distinction between first and second order research questions represents a very 
useful strategy to critically relate the museum experience to the wider research context. In 
the following methodology section I will fu rther outline the philosophical foundation for 
such an approach. 
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First order research questions:
 
 What kinds of bicultural meanings do global visitors make when visiting Te 
Papa?
 What are the underlying processes (individual, social, cultural, political) 
influencing such meaning making?
 How does the bicultural Te Papa experience affect these processes in return and 
long-term? 
 
Second order research questions:
 
 Does the museum function as a forum leading to open discourse, critical debate 
and free argumentation of its bicultural nature among global visitors?
 Does such potential cross-cultural dialogue provide some empirical insight into 
the ‘cosmopolitanization’ (Beck, 2006) of contemporary reality? 
 
 
Methodological Approach 
 
In this thesis I adopt a biographical narrative approach to synthesize broader socio- 
cultural as well as specific individual perspectives as stated above. Several scholars have 
argued for the inherently human capacity of making sense and meaning of life 
experiences via narratives. Bruner (1990: 56) concludes that ‘the typical form o f framing 
experience (and our memory of it) is in narrative form’ and Roberts (2002: 138) quotes 
Josselson: 
Narrative is the representation of process, of a self in conversation with itself 
and with its world over time. Narratives are not record of facts, of how things 
actually were, but of a meaning-making system that makes sense out of the 
chaotic mass of perceptions and experiences of a life. 
 
The above literature, just like the vast majority of Western academic knowledge 
production, can rightfully be critiqued for its purely Western focus. However, Maori 
scholars such as Royal (2004) equally stress the central role of narrative in constructing 
reality and transmitting meaning, especially in oral cultures, and claim that it is a 
universal mode of thought and knowledge in all cultures. Including the indigenous 
perspective into the above reasoning will facilitate a bicultural argumentation for 
narrative theory just as Matauranga Maori is accepted as an alternative knowledge system 
in museum practice at Te Papa. In my literature review I have concluded that such unique 
bicultural practices ‘behind the scenes’ are insufficiently accessible to visitors yet, which 
prevents the museum from achieving its full potential as a fo rum. 
 
The biographical narrative approach therefore represents the most suitable methodology 
to understand meaning-making processes among humans. Furthermore, it seeks an 
understanding of the individual in relation to its socio-cultural environment and thus of 
society within a socio-political and historical context. Sartre called for an appropriate 
method to study humans as ‘universal singulars’ (Denzin, 1989: 9) and the literature 
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provides several examples of how the biographical narrative approach can shed light on 
the universal and particular dimensions of human experiences (Davidson, 2006; Denzin, 
1989; Elliott, 2005; Roberts, 2002; Wengraf, 2001). 
 
With its primary focus on the understanding of experiences and their interpretation from 
the perspective of the visitor and interviewee, this thesis is philosophically and 
sociologically informed by interpretive hermeneutics. However, I agree with Thompson 
(1981: 4) who states that ‘the problem of understanding cannot be divorced from 
considerations of explanation and critique, as both Ricoeur and Habermas insist’. 
Thompson refers to the inextricable link between philosophy and social science as well as 
the central social function of language and action in both traditions, hermeneutics and 
critical theory, and proposes a ‘critical hermeneutics’. Kincheloe & McLaren (2000: 288) 
support such argumentation and explain that 
researchers inject critical social theory into the hermeneutic circle to facilitate 
an understanding of the hidden structures and tacit cultural dynamics that 
insidiously inscribe social meanings and values. 
 
The hermeneutic interpretation of bicultural meanings among global visitors (first order 
research questions) will therefore be embedded in Beck’s ‘cosmopolitan critical theory’ 
(Beck, 2006) by critically assessing Te Papa’s forum mission regarding the facilitation of 
cross-cultural dialogue, debate and argumentation within a global context (second order 
research questions). 
 
Methods 
Interviews and Follow-Ups 
 
The primary method for this thesis will be semi-structured and in-depth narrative 
interviews. The main advantage of this method to this study is that it avoids the findings, 
or knowledge claims, being ‘artificialised’ (Bruner, 1990) by the researcher’s ‘system of 
relevancy’ (Wengraf, 2001). Other available methods, even if of qualitative nature, are 
organised by the researcher and thus are more likely to lead to consciously constructed 
and, in the case of a controversial topic, socially desired responses (Davidson, 2006; 
Elliot, 2005).  A narrative description instead leaves it up to the interviewee to 
retrospectively construct meanings. 
 
The researcher gets access to the subconscious level of a lived experience without pre- 
structuring or guiding the flow of the interview. Wengraf (2001: 115) confirms this 
methodological advantage by stating that 
precisely by what it assumes and therefore does not focus upon, narrative 
conveys tacit and unconscious assumptions and norms of the individual or of a 
cultural group. At least in some respect, they are less subject to the individual’s 
conscious control. 
 
Wengraf (2001: 118) further argues that narratives ‘enable the researcher to consider both 
the conscious and unconscious contexts and conditions of action as well as the observed 
and less observed consequences of action’. 
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The narrative interview will only be broadly framed and successively prompted to 
harmonise the narrative description with the research question, in this case the bicultural 
meanings among global visitors. Wengraf (2001) proposes a three-stage analytical 
structure of biographical narrative interviews, which will be applied in this thesis. 
 
Stage one: the researcher asks a single question to initialise the interview and elicit the 
interviewee’s narrative. It must be made clear that the interviewer will not interrupt or 
prompt and any intervention must be of non-directional nature. 
 
Stage two: following the narrative-eliciting question in stage one, in stage two ‘narrative- 
pointed questions’ will be asked, which are restricted to the topics and themes brought up 
by the interviewee and the order in which these were raised in stage one. This limited 
intervention and guidance by the researcher in stage one and two facilitates the ‘system of 
relevancy’ of the interviewee to reveal itself. 
 
Stage three: the third and final stage is organised by the researcher’s ‘system of 
relevancy’ and asks ‘narrative-pointed’ or non-narrative questions to harmonise the 
narrative material of the first two stages with the research question. 
 
Ideally this final session is conducted as a separate interview at a later date after analysing 
the first two stages. Wengraf (2001), however, highlights that any research design is a 
compromise and for pragmatic reasons I prefer to conduct one interview while 
maintaining the three ‘analytical subsessions’. The fact that I intend to conduct follow-up 
interviews with the interviewees after six months in their respective home environment 
should outweigh such methodological limitation and will be crucial for understanding the 
context-dependent ‘endemic fluidity o f meaning’ (Bauman, 1978:229, as cited in 
Davidson, 2006). The longitudinal research design and its temporal triangulation is based 
on the museum forum model’s conceptual expansion and informs the chosen 
interpretational and analytical techniques I will introduce in the concluding section. 
 
In addition to the longitudinal in-depth narrative interviews, which generate multiple 
layers of narrative and meaning, additional methods will be used to further contextualise 
the qualitative material. Wengraf (2001) stresses the need for such ‘instrumentation 
theory’ if theoretical concepts beyond the biographical narrative itself are the object of 
analysis. The proposed critical hermeneutic approach in this thesis also requires 
supporting social-cultural, political and historical contextualisation of the individual 
experience. 
 
Focus Groups 
 
There is little literature on narrative focus groups but Shkedi (2005) argues that they are 
useful to triangulate narrative material of multiple populations. He suggests a ‘trigger 
question’, similar to Wengraf’s narrative-eliciting question, to broadly frame the topic 
and ignite discussions. In this thesis I will run such focus groups as a contextualising 
method, however, instead of focussing on subconscious meanings I am interested in 
conscious and deliberate debates on the forum idea. What do visitors associate with a 
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public forum? How does the museum fit into this sphere? And how do visitors imagine a 
forum to operate in a cosmopolitan world? 
In my literature review I have shown that there does not exist sufficient empirical insight 
into the actual functioning of the new museology. In order to achieve the proclaimed 
cultural democratisation and participation I argue that the public needs to be involved in 
theoretical discussions on topics such as the nature of the public sphere. Such 
understanding of ‘empirical theorising’ builds on an inherently human critical rationality 
(Habermas, 1987) and is a crucial part of creating a forum which actually works. 
 
Prior Ethnography 
Lincoln & Guba (1987) recommend ‘prior ethnography’ as a naturalistic method through 
which the researcher becomes familiar with the research site. I will not formalise it as a 
systematic observation but utilise it as an integral part of data collection and analysis in a 
multifaceted way. Firstly, I have been interacting with global audiences at Te Papa while 
delivering guided tours and dealing with cultural tourism operators. Furthermore, I lived 
in the USA and Australia and am familiar with the respective indigenous situations and 
socio-cultural discourses. These accumulated personal experiences will be interwoven in 
the data analysis. 
 
Secondly, I will conduct a focus group among Te Papa tour hosts using their ‘prior 
ethnography’ in observing and interacting with global audiences. Tour hosts 
simultaneously carry the museum’s narratives and through their personal experience add 
another ‘layer o f meaning’ (West, 1995: 1) to the museum visit. As well, they ‘engage 
their visitors in dialogue and discussion’ and ‘encounter the perspectives of visitors in 
some depth’ (Pekarik, 2008: 147, 148). Pekarik (2008) calls them ‘ambassadors’ and I 
argue that they currently epitomize the most effective visitor related forum feature at Te 
Papa. The sample of tour hosts (one Maori, one Pakeha, one Australian and one Afro- 
American) corresponds with the research question and population, which will be further 
explained below. These tour hosts are thus familiar with both visitors’ respective socio- 
cultural backgrounds and the fluid movement between cultures. Their accumulated 
experience in communicating with global audiences will be interwoven in data collection 
and analysis. 
 
Key Informant 
 
I plan to interview a stakeholder involved in the conceptual design of Te Papa as a 
museum forum with similar questions to those put to the focus groups. This will provide 
me with an expert’s understanding of a public sphere, in contrast to visitors’ associations 
and experiences. 
 
Primary material and surveys 
 
During my research I will be part of the Te Papa Experience team and work also closely 
with Te Papa Visitor Market Research (VMR) as Research Associate. Summative 
exhibition evaluations and the VMR data base provide useful primary data 
complementing my research on bicultural meanings. Other Te Papa research activities 
such as a survey on cross-cultural attitudes with Te Papa Education and the Centre of 
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Applied Cross Cultural Research (CACR) as well as the inclusion of questions related to 
the bicultural nature of Te Papa into the annual Te Papa Tours survey will also be helpful 
supporting material. 
 
Research population 
Given the above described global context this study is limited to non-New Zealanders, 
which I call ‘global visitors’. Global visitors account for circa 50% of Te Papa’s annual 
visitation of 1.3 million. Future research should build on this and focus on the domestic 
domain. For conceptual as well as pragmatic reasons I will limit the study to visitors from 
countries with similar colonial backgrounds and contemporary cross-cultural concepts to 
New Zealand and each other; Australia, USA and Canada. These countries represent 
significant shares of Te Papa’s global visitation and my literature review referred to 
comparative museological and socio-cultural studies as helpful contextualising sources. 
 
This national and territorial reduction of the ‘cosmopolitan outlook’ will undoubtedly be 
a major limitation of this study. However, cultural cosmopolitanism in the form of global 
tourism and its inherent partiality for other cultures than one’s own can provide us with 
empirical insights into Beck’s (2006) ‘reflexive modernity’ and ‘inclusive differentiation’ 
replacing the ‘either/or’ paradigm with a ‘both/and’ awareness. Although my 
interviewees will be defined based on the national background, the study should 
nevertheless shed light on the ‘cosmopolitanization’ (Beck, 2006) from within, which 
does not reject the national domain but relates it to the global perspective. In this context 
it is worth highlighting that the cosmopolitan concept did not arise as a literal doctrine 
but an ancient Greek way of life initiated by travelling intellectuals (Zalta, 2006). 
 
Research Sample 
The number of interviews will depend on their depth and detail, and whether the three 
analytical stages can be fully conducted. I want to follow up with all participants so I 
expect circa 12 interviews and follow-ups (four per country-two male, two female and 
two post-World War, two post-Cold War generation). Three focus groups will also be 
conducted (one per country with 5-7 participants). 
 
Analysis 
Above I have introduced the critical hermeneutic approach to understand the individual 
experience and relate it critically to wider entities and structures, in this case, the museum 
forum concept within a cosmopolitan context. Sartre’s Progressive-Regressive Method 
(Denzin, 1989), which Denzin termed ‘critical-interpretive method’, as well as 
Pamphilon’s Zoom Model (Pamphilon, 1999) represent appropriate techniques for 
narrative analysis within this framework. 
 
Both analytic strategies situate the individual within wider socio-cultural, political and 
historical contexts. Sartre’s method moves the interpretation process progressively in 
time and space and reflects back on the various conditions affecting the experience 
studied. The temporal dimension of such analysis corresponds with the longitudinal 
design of this thesis. Pamphilon’s model reveals the multiple layers of meanings by 
focusing on the different levels of narratives – macro-zoom on the socio-cultural 
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dimension, meso-zoom on the process of the individual story, micro-zoom on the oral 
dimensions of the story and interactional-zoom on the interviewer-interviewee- 
relationship. Kincheloe and McLaren (2000: 286) stress such focus on micro- and macro- 
dynamics of the particular and the general as well the ‘back-and-forth of studying parts in 
relation to the whole and the whole in relation to parts’ as the main characteristics of the 
critical hermeneutic approach I am following in this thesis. 
 
How does it fit into museum studies? 
 
Mason (2006: 23) emphasizes that the “new museology’ can be understood as a name for 
the branch of museum studies concerned with those ideas central to cultural theory’, 
which is epitomised in such groundbreaking work as the ‘Politics and Poetics of Display’. 
She also highlights that rather than theorising the obvious reciprocal relationship most 
research is characterised by rigid dichotomies and binary oppositions, the all dominating 
either/or of Western academia. Research either treats exhibitions as texts to be read and 
focuses on representational critique or analyses museological productions as signifying 
practices. But there is one aspect the diametrically opposed camps have in common - the 
ignorance of audiences and their experience and consumption. 
 
I hope my holistic approach to museological research will help to blur the above 
reductionist boundaries and offer an audience centred perspective embedded in both 
cultural theory and museum practice. Bruner (1996: 95) stresses that all ‘cognition relies 
upon representation’, which makes the analytical separation of both fields convenient but 
meaningless. Schaefer (2006: 51) calls it the ‘magic triangle’ of conception, object and 
visitor and I argue for a circular dialectic which invites visitors’ input into both 
museological representation and production, the latter still being the inaccessible domain 
of an expert minority. I agree with Mason’s (2006: 28, 18) words that ‘museums would 
do well to foreground their own histories and contexts within the space of their displays’, 
which she calls the ‘metamuseal function’, and that ‘museums are public spaces in which 
definitions of cultures and their values may be actively contested and debated’. 
 
The museum forum, or the ‘reflexive museum’ as I call it by referring to Beck’s 
‘reflexive modernity’ (Beck, U., Bonss, W. & Lau, C., 2001) does both; it confronts, 
critiques, questions and ultimately transforms itself and invites the visitor to 
democratically participate in this process. McCarthy (2004) shows in ‘From Curio to 
Taonga’ that museological transformation has always taken place and has always been 
linked to wider societal change. The ‘reflexive museum’ lays these processes open, not 
retrospectively but while they actually happen, and thus becomes a forum for democratic 
participation. According to Gorbey (2006), the museum is a place ‘where scholarship is 
given public expression’. The ‘reflexive museum’ goes further and acknowledges that 
scholarship’s main function, as Latour (2001, as cited in Beck, U., Bonss, W. & Lau, C., 
2001) argues, is not to silence controversies but to give diversity public voices and 
therefore facilitate democracy. 
 
How does it fit into a critical cosmopolitan theory? 
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In this thesis ‘culture’ is not seen as a homogenously defined and territorially sealed off 
object, but as a permanent exchange between the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’, between the 
‘self’ and the ‘other’ through permeable boundaries. Rather than theorising it as an 
essential attribute or static characteristic I prefer to understand ‘culture’ as a dynamic 
process, interaction, relation, exchange, practice, transformation, transfer, communication 
system and translocal learning process. Clifford (as cited in Boomers, 2004: 52) even 
goes as far as suggesting to replace the term ‘culture’ with ‘travelling cultures’ given the 
cosmopolitanized, de-territorialized and boundaryless movement of people in the 21
st 
century. 
 
In this context museums also need to be theorised as places of cross-cultural dialogue and 
interaction beyond Clifford’s well debated and more confined notion of ‘contact zones’, 
as Karp and Kratz argue (2006). The bicultural nature of Te Papa is equally more 
profoundly understood in terms of dialogical encounter and negotiation instead of the 
neatly isolated binary oppositions of Tangata Whenua and Tangata Tiriti. The Treaty of 
Waitangi, the foundation of Te Papa’s as well as New Zealand’s bicultural experiment, is 
widely cited as a ‘living document’; a perspective which inherently calls for a more 
cross-cultural approach to biculturalism. 
 
Last but not least, ‘travelling’ is understood as a cultural praxis and medium which 
transports meanings and provides new insights not only into the ‘other’ but also into 
one’s own cultural behaviour, normally seen as a given and unconditionally accepted 
(Dworschak, 1994). ‘Travelling’ can therefore potentially lead to ‘reflexive individuals’, 
confronting, questioning, critiquing and ultimately transforming themselves. It can create 
a ‘discursive third space’ of cross-cultural dialogue which does not lead to a dialogical 
synthesis overcoming contradictions but to an awareness which accepts, tolerates and 
nurtures difference (Luetzeler, 2004: 391). Visitors’ narratives will show if Te Papa can 
help foster the new cosmopolitan enlightenment that I initially referred to. 
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